Abstract: The paper addresses gender issues in the practice of ECEC through research with children. The research examines children's perspectives of kindergarten practice, acknowledging the importance of the child's perspective in critical investigations of this nature. In total, fifty children from thirty kindergartens across Serbia participated in the research involving the Mosaic method. Qualitative analysis through three iterative phases helped identify emergent themes. The themes were not imposed by the researchers but emerged from the children's narratives generated around photographs and drawings they had produced, map-making and kindergarten tours. One of the emergent themes captured in the children's narratives related to gender issues and helped us map the three pathways of data synthesis: gender segregation and stereotyping, gender discrimination, and close friendships. The examples of children narratives indicate that no particular gender discourse informed the teachers' practices nor did they critically re-examine gender issues. This consequently led to the perpetuation of gender segregation and stereotyping, as well as gender discrimination against boys and girls. Thus, we argue that ECEC practices should be further re-examined to with a view to improving gender equity.
Introduction
Early childhood is an important period in forming gender identity. A child's gender identity is shaped and re-shaped through interaction with peers, adults and the wider socio-cultural context (Browne, 2004 ; Mac a r t i c l e s Naughton, 2003) . ECEC practice is an integral part of this context and plays an important role.
The complex issues of gender equity and gender typing have not been sufficiently addressed in Serbian ECEC practice. As a postsocialist country, Serbia nominally adheres to the principle of gender equality from an equal opportunities perspective. At the same time, the process of re-building state sovereignty following the disintegration of Yugoslavia and subsequent national conflicts has prompted a tendency to strengthen national identity through a return to a national cultural tradition that favours traditional gender roles and identities (Jarić, 2006) . In addition, gender issues have not been explicitly addressed within the curricula in initial preschool teacher education. Rather, the issue of gender is primarily discussed as part of traditional developmental psychology theories of socialization (Krnjaja & Pavlović Breneselović, 2013) . Apart from a general discussion of equality, the National ECEC Curriculum Framework does not focus explicitly on gender equity issues (Ibid).
Our interest in gender stems from research with children conducted within the Serbian system of ECEC. Research with children is increasingly part of early childhood education today as a means of acknowledging the importance of the child's perspective, participation and voice (Dalli & Stephenson, 2010; Clark, Kjørholt & Moss, 2005; Cunningham et. al., 2004; Einarsdottir, 2005; Harcourt, 2008; Mac Naughton, Smith & Lawrence, 2008; Mahony & Hayes, 2006) . These approaches are largely based on sociocultural theories of learning and development, the sociology of childhood and poststructuralist theory (Anning, Cullen & Fleer, 2004; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2007; James & Prout, 2005; Mac Naughton, 2003 Qvortrup, 2005; Rogoff, 2003) . What these all share in common is the understanding that children are active and competent learners who can achieve their potential; that children's agency and participation are of the utmost importance; and that it is through child-adult collaboration and by deconstructing existing power relations that participation in the community of practice becomes a process transforming all actors.
Research with children is based on the following epistemological and methodological premises: 1) Researchers acknowledge the existence of multiple perspectives and experiences, as opposed to the 'objectivity' and generalization usually assumed by those conducting research about children using a positivist methodological paradigm (Christensen & James, 2008) ;
2) The role of the child in the research process has changed from that of discourses on gender in early childhood education and care (ecec) setting... being the 'object' of the research to that of adopting the role of an active coresearcher. Children actively participate in the development of the research process by introducing new research questions and topics or by shedding new light on existing ones. Children also choose the techniques and methods used to narrate the themes, participate in the analysis and interpretation of the research data, and create research reports (Kellett, 2005) ; 3) The act of performing research is a process in which relationships, mutual understandings and meanings develop between children and adults, which can be contrasted with research that is carried out on children where the child is only used as a resource for data collection (Clark & Moss, 2001 ); 4). Unlike the positivist depiction of data collection as a neutral fact-gathering process that takes place independently from the researcher, research with children is an active and inter-subjective process (Alldred & Burman, 2005; Peters & Kelly, 2011) .
According to Mac Naughton et al. (2008) , by recognizing the child as an active participant in the research process, we accept three key ideas: "young children can construct valid meanings about the world and their place in it; young children know the world in alternative (not 'inferior') ways to adults; young children's perspectives and insights can help adults to understand their experiences better" (Mac Naughton et al., 2008, p.15 ).
Sommer, Pramlin Samuelsson and Hundeide (2010) emphasize the conceptual difference between 'children's perspectives' and a 'child perspective'. Children's perspectives refer to the children's point of view, their experiences and understanding of the world they live in. The child is the subject and has his/her own perceptions, experiences, and understandings. Adults can attempt to understand the child's perspective by listening to what he/ she is saying and observing his/her behavior (Ibid). Although any attempt to understand the child's perspective is always subject to the adult's interpretation -how adults make sense of what children tell them (Bronfrebrenner, cited in Pramling Samuelsson, 2004 ) -our understanding develops as we attempt to hear what the children are saying. According to Pascal and Bertram (cited in Peters & Kelly, 2011) , researching the child's perspective is a process that is "complex, challenging and multi-layered involving a profound paradigm shift in the values, actions and thinking of researchers and practitioners" (p.27).
By contrast, the concept of a 'child perspective' refers to our understanding of children's perceptions, experiences and actions in the world. Although focused on the child, the 'child perspective' is the adult's objectification of the a r t i c l e s child, as it is rooted in the way the adult sees the child. The way an adult sees the child is a reflection of the adult's attempt to understand the child's experiences and worldview and is an attempt to explain and systematize his/her own understanding of the child's perspective. Thus, "a child perspective is not an empirical fact emerging from the study of children's statements and actions alone but rather an analytical construct, related to one's theoretical considerations" (Gulløv&Højlund, cited in Sommer et al., 2010, p. 21) .
Starting from this distinction, our key research question was: What are children's perspectives of regular kindergarten practices and how do they perceive the activities, space, adults, relationships and themselves in this context? Analyzing children's narratives about the space, activities and relationships in kindergarten, we became aware of the continual presence of the theme of gender. Thus, the gender issue emerged through our research with the children, prompting further inquiry into the 'child perspective' (Sommer et al., 2010) . In other words, we attempted to better understand kindergarten practice in the context of gendered relationships by interpreting and understanding the children's perspective from our theoretical standpoints.
Based on an overview of the literature, we identified three discourses on gender that would serve as a basis for further interpretation of the data: biological determination of gender; socially determined gender in the interplay of nature and nurture; and sociocultural determination of gender. Each of these discourses shapes kindergarten practice in different ways because, as Browne (2004) points out, "discourses produce or create 'reality' by providing conceptual frameworks for determining what can be said, written and possibly thought and for making sense of our experiences and the experiences of others" (Browne, 2004, p.7) .
Gender identity as biologically determined
Gender identity is significantly influenced by biological factors and "gender is [a] natural, stable" binary category (Grewal & Kaplan, 2006, p. 32) . The existence of biologically determined gender differences has been supported by recent neuroscience research on differences between the male and female brain (Browne, 2004) . The research findings show that differences in brain functioning in males and females from the moment of birth are due to the influence of hormones on brain development. As these differences appear very early, it is assumed that they have been caused by gender specific genes and hormones (Berger, cited in Wardle, 2007) . The differences begin in the prenatal period when the gender hormones start to influence brain j o u r n a l o f p e d a g o g y 2 / 2 0 1 6 5 5 discourses on gender in early childhood education and care (ecec) setting... development and continue to do so during further development. Some authors argue that the gender differences in brain development are reflected in the slightly differing developmental timetables found in boys and girls (Landers, 2002; OECD, 2010) . Measurements of cognitive and sensory development show that girls have a more advanced developmental timetable: vision, hearing, smell and tactile senses, as well as memory develop faster in baby girls than in baby boys. Baby girls also show a higher social sensibility, react more readily to the human voice, face and crying of another child. According to research in this area, on average girls exhibit faster development in fine motor skills and speech, while boys perform better on visually-spatial coordination and integration (Ibid). These findings indicate that the hormonal differences and the different trajectories of brain development between the genders could be reflected in children's choices of activity and play (Berk, as cited Wardle, 2007) , especially when accompanied by the social determinants and mechanisms that reinforce such differences: for example, boys are physically more active, engage more in rough and tumble play, and are more inclined towards kinaesthetic learning and practical manipulation than are girls.
Kindergarten practice, when shaped by this discourse, will take these differences for granted and, if they are not properly re-examined and problematized, it will continue to maintain them. As Browne (2004) has pointed out:
Within essentialist discourses of gender, for example, stereotypical play preferences of girls and boys would be viewed as a natural expression of biological differences. Educators would feel that such behaviour is natural and therefore would be unlikely to intervene. Indeed, intervention is only likely to occur if children are seen to be to playing in an 'unnatural' manner (e.g. girls physically play-fighting or boys consistently playing with dolls). (p.7)
Gender identity as socially shaped in interplay of nature and nurture
The same research on brain development has also led to closer examination of the exclusiveness of the essentialist position, by acknowledging that development occurs through the interplay of nature and nurture (Shonkoff & Philips, 2000) , and that biologically determined gender differences should be understood as general tendencies only (Browne, 2004) . Most researchers agree that there are more similarities than differences between boys and girls as social groups; however, there is much variation within each gender group, and this variation is often larger than the differences among groups a r t i c l e s (Ibid). Neuroscientists agree that genes and hormones trigger differences in brain development in boys and girls but that individual experiences still play the most important role (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004; OECD, 2010) . This research further emphasizes that the plasticity of the brain provides opportunities for compensation through experiences.
From this perspective, by projecting social and cultural expectations on accepted behaviours associated with a particular gender, family members, preschool teachers, peers and community role models have a prime influence on the development of gender identity (Bandura, Basow, Measor & Seakers, according to Blaise, 2005) . The practice in this discourse is sensitive to gender segregation and gender stereotypes. The attempt could be made, not to discourage children from playing games of their own choosing, but to supplement and upgrade these games by providing different experiences to compensate for the biological determinants: for example, that would support verbal development in boys and visual spatial coordination in girls.
In the discourse of gender socialization the important issue for practice is the prevalent feminization of preschool education with almost exclusively female staff working in ECEC. For example, in the majority of EU member states, with the exception of the Nordic countries, male staff account for less than 3% of those employed in ECEC (Moss, 2000) -ECEC can thus be referred to as a 'gender ghetto' (Rolfe, 2006) . The predominance of female staff within ECEC reflects and further shapes perceptions of teachers' work and the 'family replacement' role of the kindergarten: educating small children is work that women are destined to do and are 'naturally' good at, unlike men (Browne, 2004; Cameron in Moss, 2000) . It has been emphasized that the overall kindergarten culture reflects the dominant stereotypical 'feminized culture' (Walkerdine in Burman, 2005) . Its routines, rituals and rules favour a culturally influenced image of girls. Researchers argue that female teachers more frequently organize and participate in activities preferred by girls, such as storytelling, drawing, dramatization, and role playing (Wardle, 2007) ; that female teachers find it more difficult than male colleagues to differentiate between rough and tumble play and aggression (Tavecchio in Peeters, 2007) ; and most female teachers consider the 'ideal child' to be a girl, while the characteristics associated with the 'male side' have often been perceived to be negative (Ibid). From that standpoint, it is crucial to establish a mixed gender structure within the profession, which will allow for greater 'gender visibility' and create the conditions under which gender stereotypes can be questioned and provide experiences of gender equity for children (Moss, 2000; Rolfe, 2006) . discourses on gender in early childhood education and care (ecec) setting...
Gender identity as socioculturally constructed
From the sociocultural perspective, development is a process shaped through culture in which what it means to be a boy or girl has been socially constructed and co-constructed (Blaise, 2005; Browne, 2004; Mac Naughton, 2000; Robinson & Diaz, 2006) . "The construction of gender is a systematic process that begins at birth and is continually shaped, moulded and reshaped throughout life" (Yelland & Grieshaber, 1998, p.2) . Children learn socially appropriate ways of giving gender related performances and maintain these discourses so as to achieve a recognizable and acceptable identity in that particular social framework (Davies, cited in Browne, 2004) . Gender segregation is constructed and negotiated within the child's peer culture; it is not a universal phenomenon related to biological and cognitive factors (Aydt & Corsaro, 2003; Browne, 2004; Mac Naughton, 2000) .
From a postpsychological (Blaise, 2005) and feminist poststructuralist perspective, the notion that boys enjoy being physically active, running and engaging in rough and tumble play while girls prefer being quiet, 'sitting still and chatting between themselves' is considered to be a discourse that places expectations on boys and girls, in addition to establishing and maintaining differences between them (Hogan, 2013; Mac Naughton, 2002 Robinson & Diaz, 2006) . Gender is seen as being fluid and dynamic, constructed jointly and collectively through interaction involving the operation of power as particular world views become culturally dominant or hegemonic (Gramsci in Edley, 2001) . Only through interactions within the processes of construction, co-construction and re-construction are multiple personal and social identities developed (Brooker & Woodhead, 2008; Mac Naughton, 2000) .
Thus, the key role of teachers working with small children is to question the dominant discourses, overcome the bi-polarized and limited views on gender promoted by the classical theory of socialisation and create conditions for different ways of being and acting (Blaise, 2005) . "Rather than one gender identity, individuals, including teachers and children, perform a number of gendered ways of knowing and being that depend on the social context and the meanings prevailing within a set of social relationships" (Grieshaberas in Hogan, 2012, p.2) . Addressing the issue of gender equity in ECEC is seen as integral to promoting social justice among children, families and practitioners (Robinson & Diaz, 2006) . That way, practitioners would become agents of social change as their practices, seeking the 'transformation of opportunities' for individuals and groups, would lead to a r t i c l e s the transformation of society itself by promoting equity and social justice (Mac Naughton, 2003, p.188) . Educators would, as Browne has pointed out "among other things, take steps to help the children to explore their understandings of 'feminine' and 'masculine' as part of a process aimed at supporting them in comprehending who gains and who loses within their current gender framework and working towards helping them to develop less restrictive ways of being 'feminine' and 'masculine'" (Browne, 2006, p.7) .
Methodology
The key purpose of our research was to identify the dominant discourses on gender identity that shape current kindergarten practices in Serbia using data collected in research on the child perspective of kindergarten practice.
In our consultations with the children, we used the Mosaic approach developed by Clark and Moss (Clark & Moss, 2001; Clark, 2005) . The Mosaic approach is a creative way of listening to and consulting small children on their opinions by integrating different research techniques to provide the basis for all-encompassing research on the children's perspective. These techniques could be standard techniques used in ethnographic research, such as participant observation and open and/or semistructured interviews; multisensory or participative techniques including children acting as videographers, photographers, and audio recorders; the creation of maps and tours; and children's expressive activities, such as drawing, role playing, and the dramatization of events (Clark, 2005; Davies & Thurston, 2006; Einarsdottir et. al., 2009; O'Kane, 2008) . Children record and photograph spaces and activities that they like or dislike providing us with evidence of the places, activities, people and relationships that are important to them (Clark & Moss, 2001) . In that context, a photo, audiorecord or drawing could serve as a starting point in a conversation with a child or group of children on a specific question, as a means by which children could express their own experiences without having to verbally articulate them, and as a method for children to collect data on their own and initiate topics of interest. The Mosaic method comes from hermeneutic phenomenology -it is iterative, multi-layered, and interpretative. It involves re-examining research topics on the basis of new emergent data by taking into account the 'whole picture'. Hermeneutic phenomenology entails integrating children's drawings, photographs and maps with children's narratives about them, which requires the researcher to form an interpretative understanding through a dialogical process in which questions and answers generate opportunities for them to understand the world, others and us from a new perspective (Gadamer, 2011) .
The consultation process with the children was operationalized by linking the main research themes with particular research techniques using seven steps (Figure 1 ).
In our research, the main themes were children's narratives about kindergarten/ kindergarten space/activities within the kindergarten/ adults in the kindergarten, and narratives about the children themselves in relation to peers and adults. We used the following techniques: semistructured interviews; conversations around photographs taken by the children and the children's drawings; tours of the kindergarten with the children; maps produced by the children of the space and activities' and structuring conversations using emoticons.
Fifty children, 30 girls and 20 boys, aged 5 to 5.7 years from 30 state-run kindergartens across Serbia participated in the research. Prior to the research, the children had been informed about its purpose and methodology. The consultation with each child was conducted in a regular kindergarten setting, at different times over a three to five day period, depending on the child or kindergarten. The times of consultation were scheduled according to the children's preferences.
The data gathered using the different techniques through the consultations with the children were integrated to produce a unique protocol for each child, and coded according to gender and kindergarten location (in the summary of results, a unique code is assigned to each narrative example), lead- ing to the creation of a unique 'narrative sheet'. The qualitative data analysis was conducted in three iterative phases. In the first phase, referred to in the literature as the reduction phase (Berkowitz, 1997; Maxwell & Miller, 2008) , we completed the process of coding using a matrix of research themes, we then categorized the coded data, calculated the frequencies of the emergent categories and sub-categories, and conducted the data analysis. This step involved the process of inductive analysis, in which the themes, categories and patterns were induced from the data. It enables transparency and for new themes to be identified from the data and not specified in advance. In this phase the data was sorted to allow us to identify new themes that would serve as the conceptual frames used as exploratory structures in the second and third phases. It is interesting to note that gender was one of the themes identified in this way.
The second phase consists of 'multiple rounds' in which the data were revisited as additional questions, new connections and understandings emerged (Berkowitz, 1997) . This phase is considered to be more reflective than the process of induction based 'objective' analysis, where the themes emerge in respect of what researchers want to know and how they interpret the data from their ontological and epistemological position and intuitive understanding (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007) . This phase allowed us to identify, categorize, and map patterns within the data matrix using the meanings, associations and connotations of the narratives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Hatch, 2002 ; Parkerasas cited in Alldred & Burman, 2005) .
Finally, the third phase involves a process of reflective iteration when dealing with the data and linking them to new insights which progressively lead us towards a clearer focus and deeper understanding of the emergent patterns. It is not mechanic repetition but a reflective process in which new insights and meanings are developed (Berkowitz, 1997; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Hatch, 2002) . In our third phase the data synthesis could be compared, according to Sandelowski and Barroso (2007) , with a kaleidoscope whose parts create different images whenever the kaleidoscope is rotated. In our research, the data gathered in the first and second phases were synthesized using the following categories: gender segregation and stereotyping; gender discrimination through typification; and close friendships and sympathies.
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Results and Discussion

Gender segregation and stereotyping
During preschooling gender stereotyping among children can be strong and could lead to rigid rules and prejudices. This usually reflects the gender stereotypes in that particular cultural context and immediate environment and is accompanied by a tendency for children to associate external features, such as clothes, toys or activities, with genuine gender determinants (Aydt & Corsaro, 2003) . Our data indicate that kindergarten culture frequently reinforces the prescribed societal gender typing instead of problematizing it and creating the conditions under which it could be further re-examined. The following examples illustrate the way in which children speak about boys' and girls' play centres and toys as well as the distinctions made between games for boys and games for girls: Although making distinctions and underlining differences could be a way of acquiring social knowledge on 'gender-appropriate' traits, children need to simultaneously learn activities to contest gender stereotypes. Children receive diverse messages linked to gender which are inherent to and influenced by social and cultural context. Gender segregation is also an issue constructed and negotiated in children's peer culture (Aydt & Corsaro, 2003; Browne, 2004; Mac Naughton, 2000) . Children's narratives indicate a desire to negotiate and reconstruct stereotypes; however, they do not show any teacher support for such a desire. Children make decisions about gender related messages shaped by the context in which they act and develop their identities. While making these decisions, children should not be left entirely on their own and to the prescribed gender stereotyping encouraged by society and mass culture. Rather, children need teachers to support and encourage them in that process.
I don't like going and playing there because it's for girls and it
Sometimes other girls wants to play and we let them be
Discrimination against boys based on gender typing
The group of 50 teachers who participated in the research contained only two men. The data suggest that teachers frequently 'favour girls' over boys because girls behave in a way that corresponds to the prevailing 'feminized' kindergarten culture. Teachers tend to form closer relationships with girls. In our research, only the girls mentioned being welcomed by the teachers with a kiss, a hug, and physical contact upon arrival at the kindergarten. Moreover, it seems that teachers frequently rely on the girls when they ask for help. Children perceived helping teachers to be an indicator of their importance and status in the kindergarten. Responding to the question about how they knew they were important in the kindergarten, the girls talked about helping the teachers: He starts jumping, then rolls on the floor and shrieks. /BM16/ How a child understands and regulates his/her emotions and needs is closely related to the way teachers and peers perceive his/her social competences and how well the child is accepted by the peer group and in the ECEC setting (National Scientific Council on the Developing Child, 2004). Frequent reprimands and punishments, and labels such as 'bad', 'naughty', 'hyperactive', etc., could lead to boys being pushed into a vicious circle in which they end up 'playing an assigned role' and reinforcing the image created by others, rather than them being encouraged to exhibit self-control and change their behaviour.
Yes. They need us to make the room nice, to draw the piano and other
Do you try to be nice?
We all try. All children are good. If somebody says "you are bad", you respect that. /BZ25/ j o u r n a l o f p e d a g o g y 2 / 2 0 1 6 6 7 discourses on gender in early childhood education and care (ecec) setting...
Discrimination against girls based on gender typing
The extent to which kindergarten culture initially appears to favour girls is largely due to the fact that it corresponds to wider cultural stereotypes. It seems it is easier for girls to accept requests for obedience in a kindergarten because of the cultural pattern that requires girls to be 'good, pretty and tidy'-a stereotype mainly accepted and sustained in the domestic and cultural tradition in Serbia (Trebješanin & Jovanić, 2014) .
Findings from neurological research (Landers, 2002; OECD, 2010) suggest that girls' preferences for role plays and more structured spaces with opportunities for sorting and classification have often been misused, reducing girls' choices to well-equipped play areas, such as the kitchen, family and hair salon -which maintains stereotypical female roles. From a sociocultural standpoint, the meanings of space and culture are co-constructed. Culture shapes the meaning of the space and vice versa -culture is built and maintained by its materialization through space. The existing space maintains the cultural patterns and supports the clichés of the female role -to be pretty, cook and raise children.
I'm always in the kitchen. And I like being there because I like tidying up and cooking lunch and playing alone. It is just like at home, mom cooks everything alone and I help her sometimes. /BZ18/
Opportunities to play roles close to children's experiences should not be excluded from kindergarten practice. It should be equally important to introduce additional opportunities for children to play other social roles and to support their imaginative play. As imagination is central to dramatic play, children should be encouraged to create new tools and means of play so they are not simply left with ready-made substitutes, keeping them in fixed patterns. Heavily structured spaces, such as play centres with ready-made materials and props, leave very little room for creativity, investigation and experimenting. Child play is habitually set within a stereotyped framework of repetitive activities and a limited repertoire of themes and roles which do not provide space for rich imaginative play: The girls' statements clearly indicate the performances of gender typed play in the kitchen or hair salon play centres with the accompanying roles and established patterns. By contrast, the boys -free of the pressure to participate in a culturally accepted way in the 'kitchen' and adopt the associated female role in it -tend to more easily abandon the clichéd role models and develop imaginative play within the same space:
Look, this is a photo you took yesterday. The status of being 'teacher's favourite' provides an opportunity for the child to be involved in adult work, reducing the distance between adult and child activities. However, as this work does not involve all the children, it could also lead to the 'favourite child' becoming detached from his or her peer community and by 'taking on the adult role' the child is denied the opportunity to participate in activities as a child. Because girls are awarded such status more frequently than boys, we could argue that becoming detached from peer community participation is a form of indirect discrimination against girls by teachers.
Certainly, not all girls fit into existing stereotypes within kindergarten activities. Some girls join in 'boys' activities' and are exposed to the same reprimands and punishments. The others might withdraw and chose individual activities like drawing or reading books. 
Close friendships and sympathies
The dominant discourses about childhood and sexuality convey the general view in ECEC and in broader society that sexuality and gender issues are not relevant in early childhood (Robinson & Diaz, 2006) .
From birth, it is biologically 'instilled' in us that we should make social connections (National Scientific Council, 2004) . Children are born as social beings -they seek out and become attached to others. The culture provides the models for how this attachment should evolve. It provides support and ways in which the attachment can develop. According to Olfman (2009) psychosexual development starts from the moment a new born feels sensual pleasure and bliss when being held and hugged by an adult. At a very early age the child learns to love and to be loved by establishing strong affective attachments with adults. These attachments give them a feeling of security and trust. Close affective relationships and empathy are the foundations of children's relational morality (Kagan in Gordon-Smith, 2009). The child has a prominent need for close and affective relationships with his/her peers. All the children's narratives in our research show how the children have a strong need to develop friendships with other children. The friendships are usually formed between children of the same gender, but we also found mixed gender friendships. In many of the children's narratives we found examples of 'sympathies' which were clearly differentiated from friendships: 
Conclusions
Our analyses of the children's narratives and statements strongly suggest that:
• Gender themes are very much present in children's narratives; however, in constructing and reconstructing gender themes children are mainly left to themselves and are exposed to social and cultural influences which could lead to gender typing; • ECEC practice in Serbia is not clear on the issue of gender differences. In addition, kindergarten practice does not consistently conform to a particular gender discourse. On the one hand, it seems as if the practice is built around the discourse of biologically determined gender as it tolerates gender segregation. If this were the case, the practice would be more sensitive to the differences and specifics of gender groups, which is not the case. On the other hand, a firm belief in socially constructed gender differences is not built into the practice, because the practice is not sensitive to the gender segregation, gender typing and stereotyping it promotes.
Research with children helps us overcome the 'centrism of the researcher' that is prevalent in the type of research where the researcher deals only with themes closely linked to his or her own field of interest and/or the current direction of education policy and the theoretical field in which he or she works. Our research represents an example of how consultations with children could re-direct us away from an initial research focus and toward an important topic that has been unduly ignored both theoretically and in practice. That way our research has helped to raise awareness about the importance of gender issues within ECEC practice in Serbia. The data obtained discourses on gender in early childhood education and care (ecec) setting... indicate the need to critically reconsider existing practice and how it should be transformed. Further research with children focusing on the issue of gender would be a valuable contribution because, according to Mac Naughton (2000), "the most potent source of information about young children's gender knowings are the children themselves. Accessing these knowings is the key to meaningful gender equity work with children" (p.108). At the same time, it is important for research to focus on the teacher's perspective on gender and to support the process whereby teachers reconsider their own discourse on gender. Data gathered in research with children could contribute to raising awareness of how teachers' practice is shaped by such discourses. Teachers should question their own actions and relationships with children as well as kindergarten practices that reinforce and perpetuate gender stereotypes and challenge rigid, narrow and contradictory conceptions of what it means to be a girl or a boy, while trying to transform current practices.
Raising the issue of the gender structure of the ECEC profession is not only a question of increasing 'gender visibility', but it also represents an opportunity to re-think the main purpose of ECEC and preschool teachers' professionalism (Moss, 2000) . This does not mean de-feminising kindergarten culture by accepting the 'masculinisation' of ECEC and importing the dominant 'male' principles of power by means of standardisation, effectiveness and external control (Mac Naughton, 2000 Robinson & Diaz, 2006) . On the contrary, what we need is transformative educational practice with teachers as reflexive practitioners, who are, according to Mac Naughton (2003) attempting to change ideas, practices, stories and emotions that oppress people and produce inequality; promoting equality of opportunity and participation in education for all; opening up possibilities for all children; helping children to recognize and deal with what's fair and unfair in their world; creating a living democracy in the early childhood programme; building social action skills in children. (p. 188) Finally, as many theorists of culture and early education argue (Buckingham & Tingstad, 2007; Kapur, 2005; Kincheloe, 2011; Olfman, 2009) , we live in a highly commercialised and sexualised society in which very young children are exposed to the commercialisation and sexualisation of childhood, not only through the general cultural milieu, but also through that aimed at children (children's movies, toys, picture books and comics, clothes, etc.). Children in contemporary society are "at risk for internalizing impoverished models of gender and human relationships" (Olfman, 2009 , a r t i c l e s p.1), which leaves ECEC practice with the important task of becoming highly sensitive to these issues. For example, within ECEC, the usual response to sympathies among children is either to ignore them or attribute 'adult' meanings to them which do not reflect the meaning that closeness has for the children. A practice such as this could further reinforce the dominant socio-cultural tendencies instead of encouraging their deconstruction (Robinson, 2005) .
As Vivienne Hogan (2013) points out, although it is difficult to provide a unique definition of feminist pedagogy, it is possible to identify key aspects, which are "a concern with relational teaching, exposing and challenging power relationships in the classroom and a general commitment to a democratic vision of education" (Hogan, 2013, p.49) . We suppose these postulates could be used as the basis for a future pedagogical framework for the transformation of gender practice in early childhood education.
